delightedly listened to the radio and addressed radio's national audience via a lengthy interview with an NBC reporter. She recognized broadcasting's creation of a form of public conversation through multiple kinds of talk as akin to her own work:
"In writing The Making of Americans I said I write for myself and strangers and this is what broadcasting is." 4 This essay will map the routes which some literary radicals travelled to explore radio's capabilities, expanding already existing intersections between various culture industries. When poems and plays by 1920s literary moderns Archibald MacLeish, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Dorothy Parker appeared on radio, these writers, all well established in the period before national networks, contributed considerable cultural capital to broadcasting. Their collective contributions shaped radio's public sphere while making the most of radio's aural capacities to intertwine creative work with political concerns for popular audiences.
1930s radicals Orson Welles and Norman Corwin, coming of age at the same time as radio, were radio insiders, writers, producers, and in Welles' case, performer. Their broadcast work in this period created some of the powerful aesthetic techniques most directly associated with radio's anti-fascist address. Many of these writers and producers identified racism, anti-Semitism, and exclusionary nationalism as among the dangers of fascism, and argued for the necessity to challenge national practices 4 Stein's interview was broadcast on November 12, 1934 and was published in Paris Review 116 (Fall, 1990) of racial discrimination, in principle and as a valuable strategy. The literary radicals whose names were associated with radio are among the modernist artists influenced by African-American oral, musical, and literary culture, and some of them consciously promoted Black artists and publicly critiqued segregationist and exclusionary practices. 5 However, a well-established Black radical writer like Langston Hughes confronted serious obstacles in gaining access to national networks, and could not readily benefit from radio's literary marketplace by being paid for written work.
The broadcast industry's own deeply ingrained racially segregated practices created powerful limits on radio's public sphere, structuring a firewall that was rarely breached. In the reshaped political environment and radio economics of the late 1940s, the association of these literary radicals with anti-fascist and anti-racist causes provided evidence for formal and informal censorship that effectively closed off their experimentation within radio's public sphere.
When acclaimed poet Archibald MacLeish's anti-fascist verse play, "The Fall of the City, " was broadcast on CBS on April 11, 1937 , it was at the time (and since) understood as marking a significant turning point for literary authorship on the radio, for its explicit political challenge to the U.S. stance of neutrality, and for its MacLeish's approach to radio followed his efforts to use poetry as a means to address public issues, and grew out of his experience in writing Panic, an agit-prop play in verse, in 1935. Determined to find a way to dramatize "what was actually 6 CBS director Douglas Coulter wrote that "Fall of the City" "was the first poetic work of permanent value to be written expressly for the air, the first to submitted in shape to be broadcast without re-adaptation, the first to exploit the potentialities of radio for activating the imagination of the listeners:" in Columbia Workshop Plays: Fourteen Radio Dramas, ed. by Coulter (NY: CBS and Whittlesy House, 1939) , 349; six of the fourteen radio plays Coulter selected were adaptations of stories published in Esquire, Scribner's, Forum, and Harper's. 7 MacLeish's colleagues at Fortune in the first half of the 1930s included Dwight MacDonald, Wilder Hobson, Russell Davenport, Ralph Ingersoll, and James Agee; Robert Vanderlan, Intellectuals Incorporated: Politics, Art, and Ideas Inside Henry Luce's Media Empire (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania press, 2010), 91-124. 8 MacLeish quoted by Richard Somer, "The Public Man of Letters," in The Proceedings of the Archibald MacLeish Symposium, May 7-8, 1982, ed. Bernard Drabeck et al (Lanham, Md. : University Press of America, 1988) , 117, as cited by Scott Donaldson, Archibald MacLeish: An American Life (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1992), 226.
happening right around us" via poetry that would speak vehemently and directly engage an audience through performance, MacLeish worked out a design for a play using music, choral scenes, and archetypical characters, blaming capitalists for the economic collapse without acceding to Marxist economic determinism, and trying for an effect "in which the verse carries the action." 9
The same modernist salon sociability that led John Houseman to abandon MacLeish conceived of "The Fall of the City" as a verse play written specifically for radio, a medium intriguing to him as a potential platform for "dramatic poetry." The play's premise, civic leaders and crowds gathered in an unnamed public square in anticipation of the arrival of an unknown conqueror, drew both on historic images of the Spanish conquest of Aztec Mexico, and current headlines reporting German occupation of the Rhineland, Mussolini's invasion of Ethiopia, and especially the fascist -supported Nationalist coup in Spain. MacLeish passionately believed that the Spanish Civil War was "the great try-out of Hitler and Mussolini, the preparation," and he wanted his warning of the conqueror to mobilize support for the Republican cause. He brought his new play to soundengineer turned producer/director Irving Reis who was running CBS's Columbia Workshop, the network's cultural concession to the public interest requirement of 1934 broadcast regulation. The Workshop had announced its willingness to week before the theatrical production. The third performance and debate were sponsored by the radical New Theater League and the left-affiliated literary journal, New Masses. Important African American actresses Rose McClendon and Osceola Archer had small parts in this play. 11 For a full discussion of Welles' work on radio , see Paul Heyer, the Medium and the Magician: Orson Welles, The Radio years, 1934 -1952 (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2005 announcer serves to guide the citizens in the square, and radio listeners, to truths they cannot see, Reis's imaginative sound design, broadcasting from a New York armory, positions the radio audience as part of the crowd. This audiopositioning, using Verma's term, created tensions between word and sound design, the expert and the people, that recur in various political formulations and artistic and cultural expression in this period. 13 The excitement generated by MacLeish's radio drama encouraged other literary figures, such as Stephen Vincent Benet and William Saroyan, to consider writing for radio. "The Fall of the City"'s anti-fascist warning continued to Britian, France, Germany and Italy that acceded to Hitler's annexation of Czechoslovakia, the play's prescient warning now broadcast a direct indictment of "appeasement" to radio's listeners. 14 MacLeish's second radio verse play, "Air Raid", broadcast on Columbia Workshop on October 26, 1938, protesting the horrors of the 1937 German-Italian bombing of Guernica, Spain, relied heavily on the radio/announcer format. The announcer, familiarly positioned as the credible eyes and ears of the listening audience, dramatically "reports" from a rooftop, narrating the terrors of a devastating aerial attack on civilians. In a fictional European border town, local women and children do not heed official warnings to take cover because they cannot anticipate this enemy's inhumanity or imagine death raining from the sky. One review described the play's power in capturing "not an air raid, but all air raids, the announcement, the incredulity, the expectation, the suspense… the crescendo of sound, the piercing shriek, the single questioning voice-silence." 15 "Air Raid" was 14 MacLeish used the introduction of the published script to directly exhort poets to seize the power, innovative techniques, and legitimating force of the medium, writing; quoted in Radio's Best Plays, ed. Joseph Liss (NY: Greenberg, 1947), 5-7. MacLeish noted the enlarged broadcast audience for the 1938 and its timing in recollections, 108-9. CBS staged "The Fall of the City" a third time as part of its Columbia Workshop Jubilee Festival, this time from the Hollywood Coliseum with 2,000 student extras; Richard O'Brien, "Cradle of Drama: Workshop Celebrating Its third Birthday," New York Times, July 30, 1939 , X10. 15 Christian Century, December 14, 1938 , 1549 see also Time, October 31, 1938, 34. well received, quickly published in inexpensive book form, and also issued on 78rpm recordings.
In late 1938 MacLeish resigned from Fortune and soon moved into public service, holding government appointments in FDR's New Deal and wartime administrations. From these various official positions, MacLeish continued to write radio scripts that served morale building and wartime initiatives but without the broadcast impact of "The Fall of the City" and "Air Raid." 16 The verse play "Murder of Lidice," written by widely acclaimed prize-winning poet and iconic literary modern Edna St. Vincent Millay, was an anti-fascist radio sensation when it was broadcast in October 1942. Millay wrote "Murder of Lidice" in response to a request from the War Writers Board for a poem to commemorate the horrific Nazi destruction of the entire Czech village Lidice, suspected of sheltering underground leaders. The resulting production, featuring unambiguous characterization of Nazi crime and Czech heroism via simple unadorned voices and music, amplified its message by featuring the voices of radio and film celebrities 16 MacLeish 's 1939 poem "America Was Promises" was the basis of an NBC broadcast on its sustaining series , I'm an American, in 1940 and provided for the basis of a cantata broadcast on CBS's Columbia Workshop, April 25, 1940. As part of a group of left-wing writers calling themselves "The Free Company," he contributed a verse poem, "The States Talking" to their "unpaid, unsponsored, and uncontrolled" series of plays emphasizing civil liberties broadcast on CBS in the spring of 1941. In 1944, he wrote ten scripts for an NBC sustaining series The American Story emphasizing historical commonalities in the Americas, and he also wrote and participated in broadcasts debating proposals for the UN, "Building the Peace" on NBC's University of the Air" in 1945. MacLeish appeared on other radio programs, including a 1946 CBS symposium on the future of atomic energy and the October 1947 "Hollywood Fights back" celebrity defense of the First Amendment in the face of the unfolding House Committee on Un-American Activities investigations.
The combination of Millay's literary celebrity and her publicly expressed urgency about defeating fascism encouraged various forms of cross-media promotion for this broadcast: vigorous press publicity beforehand, including an interview with Millay, and after it went off the air, a fund-raising auction of Millay's original handwritten to raise money for Czech refugee relief. Millay's publisher, Harper's, released a print version the next day; and magazines and a commercial recording circulated the poem even more widely. 18 Millay anticipated that taking such a forthright and public political position in this verse play might damage her literary standing, but she was clear about her commitment: "I've enlisted for the duration. I've gone over the top, and I may not 17 announced her turn away from "ardent pacifism" to ardent antifascism: "Now the only hope for democracy is to fight for it." Millay published poems to mark the Nazi incursions: "Czecho-Slovakia" after Hitler stormed into Prague; a cry for U.S. intervention in "Lines Written in Passion and in Deep Concern for England, France, and My Own Country," published in newspapers on the day that Paris fell. 21 19 "Radio, War, Poetry," New York Times, October 18, 1942, X10 20 Milford, Savage Beauty, 183-4, 297-99. 21 Milford, Savage Beauty, 387, 404-407,419-424, 431-435, 447, 450 made audiences listening in living rooms feel even closer to her than they might in a library or lecture hall. Choosing poems that were not challenging or particularly provocative and offering them as performance pieces without personal commentary made her seemed both sincere and familiar. 26 Listeners delighted in these broadcasts, writing, for example, that they loved her voice that could transform "our country living room into a place of magic." They especially appreciated what they heard as informality, as in her on-air brief reassurances to herself when she couldn't find the poem she intended to read.
Wheeler has noted that Millay's broadcasts preceded FDR's Fireside Chats by only a few weeks, and has assessed Millay as a fan of radio magic and an important contributor to it. 27 Millay returned to NBC radio in October 1939, speaking out to urge Americans to abandon neutrality and support the Allies. 28 Her familiarity with the culture industries, her public political sensibilities, and her prior radio experiences directed her literary path to "Murder at Lidice, " and contributed to its enthusiastic reception and wide circulation. Not surprisingly, NBC turned to Millay to commission verse for a special D-Day broadcast; her "Poem and Prayer for an Invading Army" was read on air by English actor (and WWI veteran) Ronald Coleman on June 6, 1944, and issued by NBC as a special broadside. She was the only woman "regular" in the self-selected and well-publicized group of journalists, columnists, critics and playwrights identified as the Algonquin Round Table. The Round Table group Parker's creative work envisioning "self definition outside the heterosexual dyad" made a significant contribution to constructing a modern civic identity for women. 30 During the time that these literary strategies positioned Parker as a popularly-read woman writer who crossed over into financial success, she actively placed herself on the left. In the late 1920s she began to refer to herself as a socialist and in 1934, a communist; she attended and spoke eloquently at many benefit events, and generously lent her name for fund-raising efforts. She Parker's seemingly effortless output of wit required intense and concentrated effort-"I can't write five words but that I change seven." She embraced radical organizing that recognized writing as labor and writers as potential labor unionists and labor allies. For example, she supported the Author's League and the Newspaper Guild, and after 1934, when she followed the Depression migration pathway of other magazine wordsmiths to write for films in Hollywood, joined and then fought for recognition for the Screenwriters Guild. Eden: Writers in Hollywood, 1928 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian institution Press, 1993 struggle between fascism and Democracy. In the summer of 1937, she traveled to the front in Spain; Langston Hughes, who was also at there that summer, was impressed by her unobtrusive manner, "her famous wit bridled." 34 Unlike MacLeish, Millay and Parker, Orson Welles did not come to radio with literary prestige. His artistry was associated with theater and later with film, but radio was a key arena that stimulated his creativity and on which he had a significant impact. Voracious cultural curiosity and confidence were one product of Welles's unusual and disrupted middle class upbringing in and around Chicago.
After returning from Europe, Welles found his way into a left theatrical world which nurtured his own inclinations to defy cultural and social hierarchies, affirmed by the Federal Theater Project's democratizing experiment with innovative theatrical techniques and popular appeal. Radio work supported Welles as a young actor and as a theatrical visionary, and Welles was fascinated with the radio's special capacity for expanding the imaginative realm. 43 Welles's radio work was more collaborative than individual, much of it shaped by his productive association with John Houseman. The majority of his radio work involved adaptation, its own genre in the age of mechanical reproduction and The fireworks connected to Welles's theatrical experiments led back to radio, and radio techniques became part of Welles's stagecraft. Shortly after the public drama of Cradle Will Rock, Welles was offered his first opportunity to produce, direct, star, and write a dramatic series of his own choosing, and he began to think through the challenges of narrative voice and point of view raised by radio storytelling. Partly as a result of Welles and Houseman's Mercury Theater Company's attention-getting staging of Julius Caesar as a modern-dress fascist allegory in November, 1937, CBS offer them a radio series. For radio, Welles planned to organize the radio storytelling around a character's "first person singular" narrative to enhance radio's intimacy affects, promising "to bring to radio the 46 Richard Powell et al, Rhapsodies in Black: Art of the Harlem Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), [37] [38] [39] [40] [41] [42] [43] Denning, Cultural Front, experimental techniques which have proved so successful in another medium, and to treat radio itself with the intelligence and respect such a beautiful and powerful medium deserves." Welles's radio adaptation of Julius Caesar in early September 1938 took MacLeish's use of a radio announcer as narrator up a notch by using a current will-known radio commentator, H.V, Kaltenborn, to "report" on the action of the play. By now, "announcing" in this context readily signaled an anti-fascist radio aesthetic. 47 The radio drama which gave Welles most notoriety was the startling Mercury theater adaptation of H. G. Wells's War of the Worlds, which aired just two months after Julius Cesar, and just a few days after MacLeish's "Air Raid." Here the use of radio announcer as a character was only one aspect of its expanded facsimile radio broadcast, including a weather report and dance music performed by a nightclub orchestra, building to the "we interrupt this program for a special bulletin" notification. Especially during the weeks of the Czech crisis in September,1938, frequent program interruptions became the norm as radio news reports provided the most up to date accounts of Europe's slide into WWII. In the Mercury "War of the Worlds, " the anti-fascist warning occurs only through the analogy that recent events in Europe had embedded in "we interrupt this program" notifications. In this broadcast, neither the various radio announcer characters or the expert, played by Orson Welles, were in control of the action. Neil Verma has identified the disorienting shifts in the news broadcast portion of the radio play as kaleidosonic audiopositioning, the opposite of radio's intimacy mode. Denning noted that the Mercury adaptation also conveyed the limits of radio news and the potential failure of radio. 48 The popular sensation of radio's "War of the Worlds" led directly to Verma, Theater of the Mind, [65] [66] [67] [68] [69] [70] [71] [72] Denning, Cultural Front, [381] [382] [383] [384] Callow, Orson Welles: , 556-558. The play was part of the Free Company series, resulting from an initiative from Solicitor General Francis Biddle to writer James Welles's familiar voice was frequently heard on the radio during the war years in radio dramas, hosting and appearing as a celebrity guest on popular variety shows. When he had control over airtime, he argued for the labor/civil rights/ internationalism values associated with the popular front, never more powerfully than in his broadcasts in the summer of 1946 publicizing the brutal attack on the WWII veteran Isaac Woodard, travelling through the South in uniform. Working with the left-wing African American cartoonist Ollie Harrington, now working as publicity director for the NAACP, Welles created dramatic monologues for a series of broadcasts, deploying radio's intimacy effects as he directly addressed the police officer who blinded Woodward, insisting on accountability for the resurgence of racist terror attacks in response to wartime demands for expanding democracy.
Harrington described Welles as taking "the role of somebody out hunting down these men who had committed that crime." The five broadcasts on the Woodard case were electrifying, generating thousands of listener letters, and eventually helping to push the Justice Department to file federal charges. But these broadcasts also generated opposition, especially from Welles's ABC network boss, ending his career on American radio, the medium that had consistently supported him, that he enthusiastically embraced, and that made him a household name. 50 Boyd for plays dramatizing democratic civil liberties. The series of plays "unpaid, unsponsored, unpaid, uncontrolled" also included contributions by playwrights and poets MacLeish, Sherwood Anderson, Maxwell Anderson, Stephen Vincent Benet, Marc Connelly, Paul Green, and William Saroyan. The plays by Benet and Green explored issues related to slavery and contemporary racial discrimination, and featured African American actors Eric Burroughs, Georgette Harvey, and Canada Lee. 50 The last Orson Welles Commentaries on ABC before Welles lost sponsorship protested the end of wartime rent and price controls and the A-bomb testing on Bikini; the Woodward broadcasts, unsponsored, appeared on July 28, August 5, Norman Corwin brought neither literary prestige nor theatrical flair to radio, but in the late 1930s and through the war, he was recognized as the writer most responsible for "making poetry talk" on radio, where he wrote, directed, and produced many significant broadcasts. His turn to radio grew out of his culture industry jobs in newspaper reporting and movie publicity; reading poetry on the air was his first "authored" radio initiative. Like Welles, he was fascinated with radio's capabilities to use sound to revise the way listeners moved through time and space in stories, and his anti-fascist convictions infused his writing and producing in a number of different radio genres. Critic Neil Verma has called attention to how
Corwin's characteristic broadcasts were particularly well situated to express solidarity in the age of the CIO. His hybrid use of intimate and kaleidosonic sound positioning encouraged listeners to identify and empathize with individual characters and to imagine the power and pleasure of crossing social and national boundaries in unity and solidarity. Using poetic assemblages of disparate voices, Corwin invited listeners to experience dramatic events as they affected ordinary families living through historical and contemporary crises, in familiar and far away places. In the build-up to war and for the duration, he was the writer of choice to create special broadcasts conveying urgent national concerns for the radio division 53 Kaplan, Poetry and Radio, 9; Bannerman, Norman Corwin, [21] [22] [23] [24] [25] [26] [27] [28] [29] [30] Miller, Making Love Modern, . Edgar Lee Masters was one of the writers publicly arguing that the US should abandon neutrality and support the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War, along with Langston Hughes and Dorothy Parker. Other signers associated with radio include F. P. Adams, Maxwell Anderson, Sherwood Anderson and Clifton Fadiman; black signatories included W.E. B. DuBois, Countee Cullen, and James Weldon Johnson. In "98 Writers Score Spanish Rebels," New York Times, March 1, 1937, 7. 54 Bannerman, Norman Corwin, [31] [32] [33] [34] [35] [36] 44; Norman Corwin Interview, [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] [24] [25] [34] [35] Kaplan, Radio and Poetry, 102, 152 : Corwin began to use the "Choralites" in the series of twenty-six plays he wrote for Columbia Workshop, beginning in 1941; see researching after hours at Library of Congress. By the time that "We Hold These Truths" was broadcast on December 15, 1941, the Japanese military had bombed Pearl Harbor and the US was officially at war. The show, broadcast simultaneously on all four major networks, originating from three different cities and concluding with a special message from Roosevelt, reached a huge audience estimated at sixtythree million. 58 The populist historical pageantry in "We Hold These Truths" represented political actors as ordinary citizens, especially citizen soldiers, but this framing had certain limits. Although a reviewer for Negro Digest in 1949 remembered Corwin's broadcasts including "unmistakable, militant, poetic references to discrimination and equal rights," they did not include recognizable African American characters or voices, and women only entered the narrative as mothers or widows of soldiers.
Corwin's broadcasts marking the end of the war in Europe and Japan, "On a Note of Triumph," and "August 14, 1945 " emphasized the personal sacrifice and social costs of war, and the political and social imperatives of fighting to defeat fascism and create a lasting the peace, but were similarly limited in the conventions used to 58 Corwin published the script for "We Hold These Truths" with Roosevelt's address (NY: Howell, Soskin, 1942) . The script also appeared in Norman S. Weiser, The Writer 's Radio Theater, 1940 -41 (New York, 1941 Services, 1944 Services, , 1945 represent "ordinary" citizenship. These conventions persisted across of much of Corwin's highly inventive and much admired poetic radio programming. 59 The only Corwin programs that succeeded in broadcasting Black voices to proclaim "militant, poetic, references to discrimination and equal rights" relied on musical performers and a dramatic musical format, alternately called folk cantata, ballad opera, and "radioratorio. Through the Blues to Music, and Dancing. 64 Like the other literary radicals, and with extra urgency as a Black artist, Hughes hoped his work might contribute to transforming the discourse in the public sphere, and he actively sought to work in the culture industries. He tried the film industry, but found it nearly impenetrable for a Black writer. The kinds of indignities writers faced in having their work altered beyond recognition by additional writers, directors and producers within the studio system were ten times worse for a Black radical, given high stakes in racial representation, the historical weight of stereotyping, and broad-based white resistance to any intimation of racial equality. White producers who might have sought out Black writers on the grounds of their familiarity with Black culture expected them to create the familiar accommodating film characterizations to which white audiences had become accustomed, and segregated working conditions were the norm in studio facilities.
Hughes was expected to be grateful when he and Hollywood actor Clarence Muse 64 Rampersad, Langston Hughes (Vol. 1), 214-220, 242-275, 284-295, 306-356; James Smethurst, The New Red Negro:The Literary Left and African American Poetry, 1930 -1946 (NY: Oxford University Press, 1999 destructive attack from the air, resolved when the neighbor whose house is left standing takes in the family whose house is destroyed. 76 That this broadcast, fully conveying the breadth of his cosmopolitan racial vision in the public sphere, employing wonderfully talented African American actors and musicians, was heard by millions in the British Empire, but was not on the air in the US, just reinforced Hughes's anger at radio's racial intransigence. As he wrote the following year to Erik Barnouw, radio's efforts did not serve the public interest as far as race was concerned, rejecting dramas exploring ordinary African American lives in favor of keeping alive "the stereotype of the dialect -speaking amiably-moronic Negro servant as the chief representative of our racial group on the air." Hughes understood this limitation of radio as an example of domestic fascism :" " …RADIO… is almost as far from being a free medium of expression for Negro writers as Hitler's airlanes are for the Jews." 77 By the end of the war, the distinctive circumstances which had enabled literary radicals to command the airwaves were decisively altered. Radio changed; the non-commercial programming that had nurtured dramatic experimentation shrank as network executives raided radio to support the development of television and competition for advertising intensified. Postwar radio was not the same 76 Bourne excerpted the air raid scene in Mother Country; Hilmes emphasized how representing African Americans managing Blitz-style bombings in a British underground air raid shelter enacts a transnational alliance. Smethurst observed that Hughes had imagined a link between police violence in Harlem and the Italian invasion and bombing of Ethiopia in his 1936 poem "Air Raid Over Harlem," New Red Negro, [112] [113] Hughes to Barnouw, March 27, 1945 , as cited by Savage, Broadcasting Freedom, 214. medium for writers. The political environment changed. After Roosevelt's death, unquestioning support for the Allies gave way to uncertainty about the Soviet Union's territorial repositioning, and Truman's "get tough with Russia" foreign policy.
The broadcast industries were the first target of growing conservative opposition, with entertainment columnists, church and veterans groups joining congressional committees to define support for refugees, labor, and desegregation as "un-American" and to identify those warning of Nazi incursions as "premature The formidable force of broadcast blacklisting offers an ironic testimony to their powerful dramatic impact when these literary radicals had access to radio's public sphere.
